

[image: cover]






































First published in Great Britain in 2025


This eBook edition published in 2025 by Wren & Rook


Text copyright © Athena Kugblenu 2025 


Illustrations copyright © Nicole Miles 2025


All rights reserved. 


The right of Athena Kugblenu and Nicole Miles to be identified as the 


author and illustrator respectively of this Work has been asserted by 


them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


E-book ISBN: 978 1 5263 6683 2


Wren & Rook 


An imprint of 


Hachette Children’s Group 


Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited 


Carmelite House 


50 Victoria Embankment 


London EC4Y 0DZ 


 


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 


Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland 


(email: info@hbgi.ie). 


An Hachette UK Company 



www.hachette.co.uk 



www.hachettechildrens.co.uk 


 















For Radha ‘Psyche’ 


Bedessee















Introduction 7



Chapter One   12 


Epic Fails that Changed Everything



Chapter Two   40 


Epic Fails that Led to Epic Inventions



Chapter Three   62 


Epic Fails that Led to Surprising Discoveries



Chapter Four   78 



Epic Fails During Wars 



Chapter Five   112 



Epic Fails that Broke (or Almost Broke)       


Some Very Big Businesses



Chapter Six   130 


Epic Fails that Made Things Safer


CONTENTS
















Chapter Seven   150 


Epic Fails and Doomed Attempts



Chapter Eight   182 



Epic Fails from People Who Were              


Meant to Be in Charge!



Chapter Nine   200 


Epic Fails that We Are Still Trying to Fix



Chapter Ten   214 


Oops, They Did it Again!


The Final Fail   233


Glossary


  234



Fake or Fail Answers


  236




























INTRODUCTION


Some people are afraid of spiders. Some are afraid of 


heights. I am scared of something that’s slightly harder 


to explain. I have a fear of . . . FAILURE!



Whenever I have to do something new, or something I 


don’t think I am very good at, the same questions pop 


into my head:


What if I look silly?


What if I get it wrong?


What if something 


bad happens?















8


But having a fear of failure makes no sense because 


everybody, everywhere has failed at 


something. Babies fail again and again before they 



learn to walk. Kids fail when they are learning to tie 


up their shoelaces. Adults fail too. Have you ever 


watched a grown-up try to build flat-pack furniture? It 


doesn’t always go to plan! But failure is actually useful, 


because we can learn from our mistakes! 


And it’s not just our mistakes that we learn from, 


either. History is full of EPIC FAILS from other 



people that can teach us something, too. Some of 


those failures were little ones. Some failures were 


absolutely massive and had ginormous consequences. 


Consequences so big they taught us not to make the 


same mistakes again. 


Fails come in all shapes and sizes. Because there are so 


many failures throughout history, with so many different 


results, we’ve got a handy way to help you make sense of 


them all. Introducing the FAIL-TASTIC . . .
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. . . FAIL-O-METER!
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Each EPIC FAIL you encounter in this book has 



a rating from 1 to 5, depending on how serious the 


situation was and how badly we need to avoid it 


happening again: 


1. We should be very grateful    



this fail happened!


2. Phew! A little fail that wasn’t 



too bad in the end.


3. 


OK, a mistake was made. But 


we can learn our lessons               


and move on.


4. A big fail, with big consequences.



5. Let’s never do that again. Ever!
















So, get ready to learn about some epic mess-ups. Some 


will inspire you to believe in yourself and keep trying. 


Some will have you gasping at the past and wondering 


what lessons we can learn to make sure those mistakes 


are never made again. And some will even have you 


believing in good luck.


After reading this book, you’ll have found out about 


so many epic historical mishaps that you’ll spot fails 


everywhere. Fails are part of our past, part of our 


present and part of our future. They are 


not to be feared at all. The only thing 


we should be afraid 


of is NOT 



LEARNING


from them! 















CHAPTER 


ONE 


Epic fails 



that changed 


everything















Many famous events in history happened because 


of an epic fail. Some of these fails would have 



seemed pretty small at the time, like forgetting a bit 


of kit or not locking a door. But some of these tiny 


fails had impacts so big we still talk 


about them today.


There are also many famous stories from history 


that resulted from epic fails that we’ve 



completely forgotten about. These stories are so 


remarkable we simply must remember them here. 


They are a great reminder of how useful it is to know 


the FULL story behind a MOMENTOUS event.



The one thing all these fails have in common is 


that they resulted in something really legendary, 


disastrous or outrageous, and they 


CHANGED EVERYTHING. 
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THE FAIL: A gate was                    


left unlocked


WHEN: 1453


WHERE: CONSTANTINOPLE (NOW 


KNOWN AS ISTANBUL)


WHAT HAPPENED? Control of 


a super-megacity was won by   


the Ottoman Empire


Constantinople – which is now known as Istanbul – 


was founded way back in 330 ce, by Roman Emperor 


Constantine. It was the heart of the Byzantine Empire – 


sometimes called the Eastern Roman Empire – and has 


remained a booming place of trade and commerce for 


over 1,000 years. 


Because it was such a such an important city, it 



faced constant attacks from other people who wanted to 


have it for themselves. It was bit like a must-have toy – 


throw one into a room full of kids and they will all fi ght 


for it!















In 408 ce, Emperor Theodosius II built a massive



wall to keep pesky intruders out. And it worked! For 


centuries, nobody could successfully attack the city and 


take it over. 


But in 1453, a man called Sultan Mehmed II thought 


he’d have a go. He was the leader of the Ottoman 


Empire and had BIG ambitions. Plus, he had a secret 


weapon: gunpowder. The wall was built well before 


gunpowder was invented and wasn’t designed to cope 


with weapons that used it. Maybe, just maybe, his big 


guns would be able to knock it down . . .


Mehmed II attacked Constantinople with the most 


advanced cannons of the day. 


I shall 


stop those 


cannonballs 


with my stick! 
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The biggest were 8 meters long and fired cannonballs 


that weighed 600 kg. That’s as heavy as a grand 



piano. Imagine someone chucking a grand piano at 



your front door! (Couldn’t they just ring the bell?)


After a massive siege, Mehmed launched one final 


attack. You can imagine Mehmed’s troops charging the 


wall, expecting to tear it down . . . only to find they were 


able to stroll in, climb to the top of the wall and raise 


the Ottoman flag. Why was the wall so easy to get past? 


One source suggests that a gate was left open, and that 


open gate let Mehmed and the Ottomans take over the 


city. What an EPIC FAIL!



Constantinople would probably still have fallen if the 


gate was locked. Remember – the wall was never built to 


withstand powerful weapons. But it was certainly made a 


lot easier because someone left the gate unlocked! 
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RATING:


 The fall of Constantinople changed everything. It 


signalled the end of the Byzantine Empire, which 


had been powerful for many years. Lots of very 


smart people ran away from the city and ended up 


in Italy. Some historians think this was a spark for 


the Renaissance – a time of great innovation and 


invention that took hold in the Italian city states of 


Florence, Venice, Bologna and Rome.


4
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The Great Library of Alexandria was one of the largest 


libraries in the world. In those days, people didn’t have 


books – they had scrolls, which are long sheets of paper 


that you have to roll up. Some people think it may have 


had 400,000. Whichever number is right, the library 


contained a lot of knowledge! 


The Great Library of Alexandria became known as a 


place for intellectuals and thinkers (like us, at Epic 


History Towers!). 


THE FAIL: A library got burned 


down by accident


WHEN: 48 


BCE


WHERE: Alexandria, in      


ancient Egypt


WHAT HAPPENED? Lots of 


amazing knowledge was 


destroyed forever. Ooops
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It was a hugely important place in the 


Egyptian Empire. 


Until Julius Caesar burned it down by 


accident. Defi nitely a big ‘whooopsie!’ 


In 48 bce there was a civil war in Egypt 


between Cleopatra and her little brother 


Ptolemy XIII. A civil war is when people 


who are from the same country or empire 


fi ght each other. Julius Caesar quite liked 


Cleopatra and decided he would get involved 


and give her a helping hand. 


At one point, Caesar was trapped in the port of 


Alexandria. He thought setting fi re to pesky enemy 


ships around him would create a path for him to fl ee. 


That sounds like a good idea on paper (or on a scroll!) 


but in practice it’s not, because fi res spread! Especially 


when buildings are mostly made from wood and are 


stuff ed full of paper. Predictably, the fi res got out of 


control and reached the famous library. An absolutely 


EPIC FAIL!
















Over time, people told diff erent stories about the fi re 


fail depending on whether they liked Caesar or not. If 


you liked him, you told people that he just burned down 


a little bit of it. If you hated him, you told people that 


he burned down the whole thing. Either way, it is still an 


EPIC FAIL because it was DEFINITELY burned and 



many secrets of the Egyptian Empire remain unknown 


because of all the scrolls that were lost. 


He started it! 


She started it!















RATING:


This epic fail gets a lower rating because, looking 


at all the evidence, he didn’t destroy the whole 


library and it continued as a library for many years 


afterwards. Plus, Caesar eventually helped Cleopatra 


beat her little brother Ptolemy XIII. However, he was 


only around thirteen years old at the time so maybe 


Caesar didn’t need to set fi re to the city to do it. A 


quick game of ‘rock, papers, scissors’ might have 


sorted it. Nevertheless, this fail changed everything 


– can you imagine what we would have known about 


the ancient world if the library had survived?


2
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Real Fail Or 


Fake Fail?


NASA 


taped 


over 


the original 


moon 


landing 


tapes!


Find the answer on page 236.
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THE FAIL: A map-maker 


thought  Amerigo  Vespucci                    


discovered America


WHEN: 1507


WHERE: Germany


WHAT HAPPENED? They gave the 


Americas a name that stuck!


Let’s start with a fun fact: ‘America’ is the only continent 


on Earth named after a real person and it is all because 


of an EPIC FAIL. 



In 1507 a cartographer – someone who makes maps 


for a job – made a map. His name was Martin 



Waldseemüller, he was German and he was the 



first European to make a map that showed America as a 


whole, separate continent. You should definitely find this 


map. It looks very much like the maps we are familiar 


with today. This was a spectacular achievement for 



someone with no tools like a smartphone or the internet. 


The problem was, there was one big mistake on it. He 


guessed that the new continent he had drawn 


was called ‘America’.
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Christopher Columbus had been to the Americas on a 


voyage of discovery and, ultimately, exploitation of this 


‘new’ land. But a sailor named Amerigo Vespucci sailed 


across the ocean, too. For some reason, Waldseemüller 


thought Amerigo did it before Columbus, and he 


mistakenly added his name to the map. 


EPIC FAIL ALERT!


He made 1,000 copies of this map with the wrong 


name. The map was passed from person to person 


and the name ‘America’ was shared far and wide. 


Waldseemüller soon realised his mistake and made more 


maps without the name ‘America’ written on them. 


But it was too late – ‘America’ stuck. 


Imagine if he hadn’t made this EPIC FAIL! America 



would be called the United States of Chistopherland! Or 


Columbusworld! Oh wait, maybe they would have stuck 


with Columbia – which is how the 


country Columbia got its name! 


Names aren't my 


department!
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RATING:


This fail CHANGED EVERYTHING, as America is the 


name given to two continents (North America and South 


America). However, whether the countries were named 


after Amerigo Vespucci or Columbus, both names 


represent Europeans travelling to countries 


where Indigenous people were already 


living, and taking those countries over 


for themselves – otherwise known as 


exploitation and colonialism.


Amerigo Vespucci never learned that the continents 


he visited would be named after him, as the maps didn’t 


reach Spain, where he lived, until after he died. However, 


I think he would be chuff ed that his name is now 


probably one of the most famous names in the world. He 


even has my favourite kind of coff ee named after him – 


the americano! 


3
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THE FAIL: Lots of Chinese 


ships were destroyed


WHEN: 1500s


WHERE: China


WHAT HAPPENED? The 


Europeans started sailing 


more and were able to pick 


up where they left off! 


In the 1400s and 1500s, Chinese shipbuilders were the 


best in the world. At one point, they had over 3,500 


ships sailing about. Boats were good for merchants and 


sailors, but the leaders on dry land in China didn’t care 


much for them. The emperor at the time, Emperor 


Hongxi, thought ships were too expensive and not that 


impressive. 


In 1433, China decided to stop all 


this sailing malarky once and for all. 


They ordered their existing 
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ships to be destroyed and stopped building new ones 


altogether. Some historians think it was an EPIC FAIL



to abandon sailing, because once they did, Chinese 


infl uence on the rest of the world decreased. Just a few 


decades later, European countries decided to sail around 


the world and made a lot of money for themselves, 


using technology that was nowhere near as advanced as 


what existed in China at the time. Western Europe set 


themselves up for centuries of power that still impacts 


many parts of the world today. 


RATING:


It scores very highly because this decision really did 


CHANGE EVERYTHING. Now, when we think of the 


Age of Exploration, the great Chinese ships don’t spring 


to mind – we think of European ones that were tiny in 


comparison. But maybe if they had kept sailing, China 


would not have built the Great Wall of China and become 


the country it is today? 


4
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THE FAIL: Telling people 


a CHECKPOINT WAS BEING 


OPENED, when it wasn’t


WHEN: 1989


WHERE: Germany


WHAT HAPPENED? People 


crossed the Berlin Wall 


before it was taken down 


You might have heard of the Berlin Wall already. It 



was a long, miserable stretch of concrete built in 1961 


and used to split Berlin into two sections – East and 


West. I used to share a bedroom with my twin brother 


and we would divide our room using stuff ed toys. It was a 


bit like that, but much more serious. 


It was very diffi  cult for Germans to live in a divided 


country. They weren’t allowed to cross the border and it 


meant some people were separated from loved ones. A 


lot of people wanted the wall to go.
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On 9 November 1989, a man on the 


east side of the wall, called Günter 


Schabowski, told the world in a press 


conference that people would be able to cross the 


border ‘immediately’. Germans were delighted. They 


raced to the checkpoint in the wall so they could cross it 


as soon as possible.


Only . . . this was an EPIC FAIL from Schabowski! 



People were going to be allowed to apply to cross the 


border, not just cross it willy-nilly.


The Berlin Wall still formed part of a border. To cross 


borders you need to do things like show someone 


important your ID. However, the people didn’t care 


about this. They had been told they were allowed to 


cross ON THE NEWS! Surely if it was on the news, it 



must be true? Eventually, there were too many people 


trying to cross at the checkpoint to turn away, and 


everyone was allowed to pass. 





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg























































